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Making Space and Taking A 
Position: Imagining Jesus in 
Liberal Education 
J,ohn Dewey (1997) describes education as a means "of bringing people together, of doing away with the 
arriers of caste, or class or race, or type of experience 
that keep people from real communion with each other." 
As an academic, certain parts of my experience-my 
Filipino forebears, my middle school teaching his-
tory, even my progressive political commitments-are 
sanctioned in the current conception ofliberal educa-
tion while other dimensions like my following of]esus 
Christ, seem like uninvited guests to the university party. 
Historically, Christianity has been associated with some 
of the most shameful moments ofhuman degradation as 
well as the most hopeful moments ofhuman liberation. 
Sobered and expectant, I want to imagine how Jesus 
can be a part ofliberal education. 
In The Spiritual Life of Children (1993), Harvard 
professor Robert Coles challenges me through his work 
with Connie, a twelve year old in the Boston area. 
"Doctor," I was told, "you're not interested in my 
religion, only my 'problems.' But without my religion I'd 
be much worse off, don't you see? How about encourag-
ing me to talk about that move, about what I experience 
when I go to church, instead of sitting there, bored, 
waiting for God to pass from this conversation?" 
Faith informs her way of knowing and acting in the 
world. If teaching and learning is enhanced by helping 
students to understand my worldview; if this process 
can help them understand how to make space for other 
viewpoints in the conversation as well as develop their 
own position, then I need to consider how my faith in 
Jesus might be a part of my teaching and scholarship 
here at Grand Valley. Literary critic Anne Kaplan 
(1994) contextualizes her theoretical work with her 
teacher and Nazi collaborator Paul DeMan within her 
Jewish history. Annie Rogers (1996) simultaneously 
tells her story of abuse while narrating her therapeutic 
sessions with an abused child. Clifford Geertz (1990) 
claims that paying attention to who tells the story in 
anthropology ar 
as the content. 
What could 
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a g i n e  h o w  J e s u s  
( 1 9 9 3 ) ,  H a r v a r d  
: h r o u g h  h i s  w o r k  
B o s t o n  a r e a .  
n t e r e s t e d  i n  m y  
1 t  m y  r e l i g i o n  I ' d  
· a b o u t  e n c o u r a g -
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m d  a c t i n g  i n  t h e  
1 n c e d  b y  h e l p i n g  
r ;  i f  t h i s  p r o c e s s  
e  s p a c e  f o r  o t h e r  
a s  d e v e l o p  t h e i r  
h o w  m y  f a i t h  i n  
a n d  s c h o l a r s h i p  
:  A n n e  K a p l a n  
w o r k  w i t h  h e r  
M a n  w i t h i n  h e r  
s i m u l t a n e o u s l y  
h e r  t h e r a p e u t i c  
: 1  G e e r t z  ( 1 9 9 0 )  
e l l s  t h e  s t o r y  i n  
a n t h r o p o l o g y  a n d  h o w  i t  i s  t o l d  i s  j u s t  a s  i s  i m p o r t a n t  
a s  t h e  c o n t e n t .  
W h a t  c o u l d  t h i s  l o o k  l i k e  a t  G r a n d  V a l l e y ?  I n  t h e  
G e n e r a l  E d u c a t i o n  t h e m e  c o u r s e  L a n g u a g e  a n d  P o w e r ,  
I  a s k  s t u d e n t s  t o  w r i t e  a n  a c t i o n  e s s a y .  T o  p r e p a r e ,  w e  
s t u d y  e x a m p l e s  o f  w r i t e r s  w h o  u s e  w r i t i n g  a s  a  p a r t  
o f  t h e i r  s o c i a l  a c t i o n  i n c l u d i n g  B a r b a r a  E h r e n r e i c h ' s  
( 2 0 0 2 )  N i c k e l  a n d  D i m e d :  O n  G e t t i n g  B y  I n  A m e r i c a  a n d  
N i c o l a s  K r i s t o f ' s  ( 2 0 0 4 )  a d v o c a c y  e f f o r t s  o n  b e h a l f  o f  
w o m e n  t r a p p e d  i n  t h e  T h a i  s e x  t r a d e  i n d u s t r y .  
I  t h e n  s h a r e  w i t h  t h e m  t h e  l e a d  f o r  a n  e a r l y  v e r -
s i o n  o f  t h i s  e s s a y .  I  i n v i t e  t h e m  t o  m a k e  o b s e r v a t i o n s .  
M e l i s s a  s a y s ,  " I  n o t i c e  t h a t  y o u  a r t i c u l a t e  a  s e n s e  o f b e i n g  
s i l e n c e d . " J e r e m y  f o l l o w s ,  " I t  s e e m s  l i k e  y o u ' r e  s e t t i n g  u p  
a  p r o b l e m  t h r o u g h  a  s t o r y . "  P e n n i e  a s k s ,  " S o  y o u r  a c t i o n  
i s  p e r s u a d i n g  p e o p l e  t h a t  r e l i g i o n  i s n ' t  s c a r y ? "  F r o m  t h i s  
t e a c h i n g ,  s t u d e n t s  d e v e l o p  e s s a y s  a c t i n g  o n  i s s u e s  t h a t  
a r e  i m p o r t a n t  t o  t h e m .  T h i s  w r i t i n g  a n d  a c t i o n  i n c l u d e s  
p r o t e s t  o f  G V S U ' s  s u p p o r t  o f  T a c o  B e l l ' s  u n f a i r  l a b o r  
p r a c t i c e s ,  d e v e l o p m e n t  o f  s u p p o r t  n e t w o r k s  i n  l o c a l  
s c h o o l s  f o r  g a y ,  l e s b i a n  a n d  t r a n s - g e n d e r e d  s t u d e n t s  
a s  w e l l  a s  e f f o r t s  t o  i n c r e a s e  p a r k i n g  p o s s i b i l i t i e s  o n  
c a m p u s .  
M a k i n g  s p a c e  f o r  t h i s  s c h o l a r s h i p  i n  t h e  m i d s t  o f  
m y  t e a c h i n g  e n c o u r a g e s  s t u d e n t s  t o  d e v e l o p  t h e i r  o w n  
p o s i t i o n s .  T h i n k i n g  a b o u t  m y  e x p e r i e n c e ,  I  s e e  t w o  
p o s s i b l e  m o v e s  t h a t  w e  m i g h t  c o n s i d e r  i n  t e r m s  o f  t h i s  
s y m p o s i u m  o n  l i b e r a l  e d u c a t i o n .  W e  n e e d  t o  m a k e  s p a c e  
f o r  f a i t h  c o m m i t m e n t s ,  i n  a d d i t i o n  t o  t h e  s p a c e  f o r  
d i f f e r e n c e  w e ' v e  a l r e a d y  p r o v i d e d .  P e o p l e  n e e d  o p p o r -
t u n i t i e s  t o  n a m e  t h e  w o r l d ,  t o  t e l l  s t o r i e s  a b o u t  i t ,  t o  
d e t e r m i n e  w h a t  m a t t e r s .  T h e y  n e e d  s p a c e  t o  s p e c u l a t e ,  
r e v i s e  a n d  g r o w  t h r o u g h  l i b e r a l  e d u c a t i o n .  
A t  t h e  s a m e  t i m e ,  I ' v e  c o m e  t o  s e e  t h e  n e e d  t o  t a k e  a  
p o s i t i o n ,  r a t h e r  t h a n  m a i n t a i n i n g  t h e  m y t h  o f  o b j e c t i v e  
d e t a c h m e n t .  I  c a n  n a m e  m y s e l f  a s  a  f o l l o w e r  o f  J e s u s .  I  
c a n  e n t e r  i n t o  c o n v e r s a t i o n s  o n  m y  s u b j e c t  m a t t e r  f r o m  
t h i s  v i e w p o i n t .  I  c a n  m o d e l  f o r  s t u d e n t s  h o w  i t  m i g h t  
b e  p o s s i b l e  t o  d o  t h i s  a n d  m a i n t a i n  i n t e l l e c t u a l  i n t e g r i t y .  
Y e t  t h i s  i s  a  c o m p l i c a t e d  m o v e .  T a k i n g  a  p o s i t i o n  d o e s  
n o t  m e a n  i m p o s i t i o n .  I t  d o e s  n o t  m e a n  s i l e n c i n g .  I t  d o e s  
n o t  m e a n  t e a c h e r - c e n t r i c  e d u c a t i o n .  I t  m e a n s  c r e a t i n g  a  
c o n v e r s a t i o n  o f  m u l t i p l e  v o i c e s .  I t  m e a n s  u s i n g  o u r  a g i l -
i t y  a s  t e a c h e r s  t o  s e t  a n  e x a m p l e  w h i l e  h e l p i n g  s t u d e n t s  
t o  c o n s t r u c t  t h e i r  o w n  p o s i t i o n s .  
S y m p o s i u m  o n  L i b e r a l  E d u c a t i o n  
J e s u s  i s  m y  e x a m p l e  o f  h o w  t o  
m o d e l  t h i s  s p a c e  a n d  p o s i t i o n i n g .  
H e  i n v i t e s  p e o p l e  t o  " c o m e  a n d  s e e . "  
T h e r e  i s  s p a c e  a n d  t h e r e  i s  c h o i c e .  I n  
t h i s  s a m e  w a y ,  I  h o p e  s t u d e n t s  a n d  
f e l l o w  s c h o l a r s  c a n  c o m e  a n d  s e e  h o w  
p e o p l e  l i k e  J o h n  D e w e y ,  R o b e r t  C o l e s  
a n d  J e s u s  i n f o r m  t h e  w a y s  I  t e a c h ,  
l e a r n  a n d  l i v e .  
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